CHAPTER III
THE EVIDENCE OF THE POEMS
THE movement of the Renaissance, which com-
prised a new impulse in literature, as well as an
enthusiasm for freedom of thought and speech,
affected countries differently. In England it
mainly confined itself to literature and scholar-
ship. Commencing in the reign of Henry VIII,
who in his early days posed as a "humanist
sovereign/3 it reached its zenith in the reign of
the great Tudor Queen, and the Elizabethan era
came to be recognised as the golden age of
English literature. The movement derived great
encouragement from the enthusiasm and scholar-
ship of the Queen herself, who could converse in
Latin, and to some extent in Greek. That plays
and masks were popular at Court was enough in
this great and responsive age, and the demand
was met. Many of the nobles, including the Earl
of Oxford, and his father before him, maintained
companies of actors, and were themselves authors,
though anonymously. Authors were apt, more-
over, to work collectively, two or three of them
hurrying out a play in collaboration. It was
an unwritten law that plays or poems by courtiers
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